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In the vertebrate central nervous system (CNS), diverse cellular types are generated in response to inductive signals provided by
specialized cellular groups that act as organizing centers. The roof plate is a critical dorsal signaling center that occupies the dorsal midline of
the developing CNS along its entire anterior–posterior axis. During caudal neural tube development, the roof plate produces proteins of the
Bmp and Wnt families controlling proliferation, specification, migration, and axon guidance of adjacent dorsal interneurons. Although
primarily investigated in the developing spinal cord, a growing number of studies indicate that roof plate-derived signals are also critical for
the patterning of dorsal structures in more rostral regions of CNS including the hindbrain, diencephalon and telencephalon. In this review, we
discuss recent progress towards understanding the molecular and cellular mechanisms of roof plate-dependent patterning of the dorsal CNS.
D 2004 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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The vertebrate central nervous system (CNS) derives
from the neural plate, an epithelial sheet that arises from the
dorsal ectoderm of the gastrula-stage embryo (Lee and
Jessell, 1999). Subsequently, the neural plate closes to form
a neural tube, which becomes patterned along its anterior–
posterior and dorsal–ventral axes. Shortly after neural tube
closure, a series of vesicles can be clearly distinguished
morphologically at the anterior end of the neural tube of the
mouse embryo, indicating its pattern along the anterior–
posterior axis (Fig. 1A). The most anterior end of the neural
tube gives rise to the forebrain consisting of the tele-
ncephalon and the diencephalon, while more posterior
regions form the midbrain, the hindbrain (that is further
divided into seven segmental rhombomeres), and the spinal
cord (Figs. 1A, B) (Joyner, 2002).0012-1606/$ - see front matter D 2004 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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E-mail address: kmillen@genetics.bsd.uchicago.edu (K.J. Millen).Along the entire anterior–posterior axis of the CNS, a
morphologically distinct subset of cells on the dorsal
midline can be identified beginning shortly after neural
tube closure (Fig. 1C). These cells form the roof plate, an
organizing center that produces secreted molecules that non-
autonomously control multiple aspects of the dorsal CNS
development. Although the specialized morphological
features of the roof plate have long been recognized, its
signaling properties have only recently been appreciated. In
this review, we will discuss recent studies that have begun to
investigate the molecular and cellular mechanisms of roof
plate-dependent patterning of dorsal CNS.Roof plate-dependent patterning of the developing spinal
cord
Dorsal patterning mechanisms are best described in the
developing spinal cord. The early spinal cord has a
relatively straightforward anatomy compared to more rostral
CNS regions, and numerous markers have been described
that delineate different cell types within the developing277 (2005) 287–295
Fig. 1. Roof plate visualization and schematic diagram of subdivision of neural tube along A–P axis in early mouse embryo. (A) Side view of mouse embryo at
embryonic day 10.5 (e10.5) hybridized with a Gdf7 probe to visualize roof plate. The roof plate, evident at all axial levels except telencephalon, where it is
buried between the hemispheres (see Fig. 3 for details), is marked by arrows. The fourth ventricle roof plate over the rostral hindbrain is greatly expanded. (B)
Schematic diagram of the forebrain, midbrain, hindbrain, and spinal cord territories, which are illustrated in green, yellow, red and blue, respectively. The
forebrain is further subdivided into the telencephalon (tel) and the diencephalon (di). The hindbrain is subdivided into its constituent rhombomeres
(rhombomeres 1–7). (C) Cross-section of the mouse developing spinal cord at e10.5. Roof plate cells visualized by hybridization with a Gdf7 in situ probe are
marked by an arrow and are a single layer of cells located on the dorsal midline just under the epidermis.
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of dorsal interneuron progenitors, partially defined by non-
overlapping expression domains of basic helix–loop-helix
transcription factors including Math1 (or its chick homolog
Cath1), Ngn1/2 and Mash1 (or its chick homolog Cash1),
arise in the ventricular region of both the mouse and chick
developing dorsal spinal cord (for more information, seeFig. 2. Dorsal interneuron specification in developing spinal cord of mouse and c
wild type mouse and chick developing spinal cord. Roof plate (red), Math1 (Cath
(Cash1)-expressing domain (blue) and 6 classes of dorsal interneurons (dI1–6) ar
Math1 and Ngn1/2-expressing domains accompanied by loss of dI1–3 interneuron
midline. (C) In the dreher mouse, which has no roof plate in developing spinal cord
The number of dI1 interneurons is decreased and they are also shifted dorsally. No
domains as well as about specification of dI2–6 interneurons. (D) In chick with ec
domain is expended ventrally at the expense of the Ngn1/2 and the Cash1-expr
ventrally at the expense of dI2–6 interneurons. (E) Strong activation of Bmp signa
stage 14–16 chick spinal cord does not affect roof plate development but causes v
and Cash1-expression domains. dI1 interneurons are increased in numbers and exp
not affect roof plate development in the mouse but causes loss of the late Math1
interneurons. Other classes of dorsal progenitors and dorsal interneurons are not
development in the mouse but causes severe reduction of Math1 and Ngn1/2-ex
Mash1-expressing domain and dI4–6 interneurons are extended dorsally.Caspary and Anderson, 2003; Helms and Johnson, 2003).
These progenitors differentiate into six classes of early
dorsal interneurons (dI1–6) initially distinguished by cell
type-specific expression of several homeodomain transcrip-
tion factors (Fig. 2A) (Gross et al., 2002; Muller et al.,
2002). Math1-expressing progenitors give rise to dI1
interneurons (Helms and Johnson, 1998), Ngn1/2-expres-hick embryos with affected roof plate signaling. (A) Schematic diagram of
1)-expressing domain (yellow), Ngn1/2-expressing domain (green), Mash1
e shown. (B) Roof plate ablation in the Gdf7-DTA mouse leads to loss of
s. The mash1-expressing domain and dI4–6 interneurons extend across the
, the Math1-expressing domain is significantly reduced and shifted dorsally.
information is available about the extent of Ngn1/2 and Mash1-expression
topic roof plate induced by Lmx1a/b overexpression, the Cath1-expressing
ession domains. dI1 interneurons are increased in numbers and expanded
ling by overexpression of Bmp4/7 or constitutively active Bmp receptors in
entral expansion of Cath1-expressing progenitors at the expense of Ngn1/2
anded ventrally at the expense of dI2–6 interneurons. (F) Loss of Gdf7 does
-positive dI1 progenitors preventing formation of dI1B subclass of dorsal
affected. (G) Simultaneous loss of Wnt1/Wnt3a does not affect roof plate
pressing domains accompanied by partial loss of dI1–3 interneurons. The
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2001) and Mash1-positive progenitors are likely to give rise
to dI3–5 cells (Qian et al., 2002). dI6 progenitors have not
been identified yet, although Pax7+/Dbx2+/Mash1 cells in
the intermediate neural tube have been proposed as possible
candidates for dI6 progenitors (Helms and Johnson, 2003;
Muller et al., 2002). As development proceeds, dorsal
interneurons undergo complex cellular migrations generat-
ing neuronal circuits that are critical for processing
somatosensory information and coordinating motor output
(Caspary and Anderson, 2003; Helms and Johnson, 2003).
The stereotypic organization of the dorsal spinal cord is
highly dependent on activity of the roof plate-signaling
center. Roof plate progenitors are induced in the lateral
regions of the closing neural plate as the result of Bmp
signaling from the adjacent epidermal ectoderm (reviewed
in Chizhikov and Millen, 2004a). Both roof plate progen-
itors and mature roof plate cells express the LIM-homeo-
domain transcription factors Lmx1a/b, demonstrated to be
both necessary and sufficient for roof plate induction
(Chizhikov and Millen, 2004b,c; Millen et al., 2004;
Millonig et al., 2000). As the caudal neural tube closes,
roof plate progenitors differentiate into mature roof plate
cells, which occupy the dorsal midline region (Fig. 2A) and
act as a dorsal midline organizing center controlling
numerous aspects of dorsal spinal cord development.
Signals from the roof plate control dorsal interneuron
specification and differentiation
The first evidence for a role of the roof plate in dorsal
spinal cord patterning came from chick in vitro studies. In
these experiments, apposition of the roof plate to naive
caudal neural plate tissue induced two classes of dorsal
interneurons, dI1 and dI3 (formerly known as D1 and D2
interneurons, respectively) (Liem et al., 1997) suggesting
that roof plate signaling may be important for dorsal cell fate
specification. This hypothesis was subsequently confirmed
by several studies investigating the role of the roof plate in
vivo. Genetic ablation of Gdf7-expressing roof plate cells in
the developing mouse spinal cord led to subsequent loss of
the three most dorsal classes of dorsal interneurons, dI1–3,
and a compensatory increase in dI4–6 interneurons (Fig.
2B) (Lee et al., 2000a; Muller et al., 2002). Importantly,
lineage analysis demonstrated that the loss of dorsal
interneurons observed in these roof plate-ablated mice
(frequently referred as Gdf7-DTA mice) resulted from loss
of roof plate signaling rather than direct elimination of
dorsal interneuron progenitors (Lee et al., 2000a). This
study was the first to demonstrate a role for roof plate
signaling in vivo. It also divided all early dorsal interneur-
ons into two groups depending on the requirement of roof
plate signaling for their development. Specification of dI1–3
interneurons was shown to rely on roof plate signaling,
while development of dI4–6 cells did not require signals
from the roof plate. Furthermore, increases in the numbersof dI4–6 interneurons observed in Gdf7-DTA roof plate
ablated mice indicated that roof plate signaling normally
inhibits specification of these cellular types.
A role of roof plate for dorsal spinal cord interneuron
specification in vivo was concurrently supported by analysis
of spontaneous neurological mouse mutant dreher. In the
dreher mouse, inactivation of the LIM-homeodomain tran-
scription factor Lmx1a disrupts roof plate development in
the spinal cord. Failure of roof plate formation is accom-
panied by reduction of adjacent dI1 interneurons (Fig. 2C)
(Millen et al., 2004; Millonig et al., 2000). Since Lmx1a
expression in the developing dorsal spinal cord is restricted
to the roof plate (Chizhikov and Millen, 2004b; Failli et al.,
2002; Millen et al., 2004), this phenotype is a result of
altered non-autonomous roof plate signaling. Further sup-
port for an in vivo role for the roof plate in dorsal spinal
cord patterning came from chick electroporation studies. In
these experiments, ectopic roof plate generated by over-
expression of Lmx1a or Lmx1b transcription factors caused
non-autonomous induction of dI1 interneurons at ectopic
position at the expense of dI2–6 interneurons (Fig. 2D)
(Chizhikov and Millen, 2004b,c).
In addition to its role in neuronal specification, roof plate
signaling has also been demonstrated to influence both axon
guidance and migration of dI1 interneurons. In vitro,
Augsburger et al. (1999) identified the roof plate as the
source of a diffusible repellent that orients commissural
(dI1) axons. These studies have also been confirmed in vivo
through analysis of mutant mice (Butler and Dodd, 2003;
Millen et al., 2004).
The molecular nature of roof plate signaling regulating
dorsal interneuronal specification in the developing spinal
cord
Several classes of secreted factors have been implicated
as mediators of roof plate patterning activity in the
developing spinal cord. Most notable are secreted members
of bone morphogenetic protein (Bmp) and Wingless-related
mouse mammary tumor virus integration site (Wnt)
families.
Bmp signaling
Several members of the Bmp family are specifically
expressed in the roof plate during neural tube development
at the time of dorsal interneuron formation in both mouse
and chick. In vivo experiments have shown that the addition
of Gdf7, Bmp4, Bmp6, or Bmp7 proteins can mimic the
ability of the roof plate to induce dI1 and dI3 interneurons in
naRve caudal neural plate tissue explants (Lee et al., 1998;
Liem et al., 1997).
Chick electroporation experiments further support the
role of Bmps as mediators of roof plate signaling in vivo. In
particular, strong upregulation of Bmp signaling in stages
14–16 chick neural tube by expressing either Bmp4/7 or
constitutively active Bmp receptors (Bmpr1a and Bmpr1b)
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dI1 interneurons at the expense of other interneuronal cell
types (Fig. 2E) (Chizhikov and Millen, 2004c; Liu et al.,
2004; Timmer et al., 2002). Recent evidence indicates that
this phenotype may be at least partially mediated by the
homeodomain transcription factor Msx3, which is normally
expressed in the developing dorsal spinal cord and is
induced by Bmp expression (Liu et al., 2004). More
moderate upregulation of Bmp signaling using an expres-
sion construct that generated an extremely low level of an
activated Bmp receptor specifically induced dI3 interneur-
ons but not dI1 interneurons (Timmer et al., 2002). These
data indicate that at least dI1 and dI3 interneurons are
generated in response to different levels of Bmp signaling in
vivo.
Loss-of-function studies in the mouse have shown that
roof plate-derived Gdf7 has a very specific role in patterning
of the dorsal most subset of dI1 interneurons (originally
termed as D1A interneurons) (Fig. 2F) (Lee et al., 1998).
Although genetic studies in mice have provided little
information about involvement of other members of Bmp
family in dorsal spinal cord interneuron development
(Dudley et al., 1995; Luo et al., 1995; Winnier et al.,
1995; Zhang and Bradley, 1996), analysis of mutants in
zebrafish which disrupt several components of Bmp signal-
ing pathways (swirl/bmp2b, snailhouse/bmp7, and somita-
bun/smad5), shows that Bmp signaling is essential for
development of dorsal sensory Rohon-Beard neurons in the
spinal cord (Nguyen et al., 2000). Furthermore, down-
regulation of Bmp signaling by early overexpression of the
Bmp inhibitors noggin and follistatin, severely reduced the
ability of ectopic Lmx1a/b-induced roof plate to repattern
chick dorsal spinal cord tissue, directly establishing Bmps as
necessary components of roof plate signaling in vivo
(Chizhikov and Millen, 2004c). The role of Bmps as major
components of roof plate signaling in chick caudal CNS was
further supported by short-hairpin siRNA-mediated down-
regulation of Smad4, an obligate Bmp signal transduction
component. Electroporation of Smad4-siRNA in the early
chick developing spinal cord resulted in loss or reduction of
the Cath1, Ngn1, and Cash1 expressing domains and
transformation of dI1–3 interneurons into dI4–6 cells
(Chesnutt et al., 2004).
In addition to the patterning of dorsal caudal CNS, Bmp
signaling is also involved in controlling proliferation of
dorsal spinal cord progenitors. Interestingly, distinct roles
for different Bmp receptors have been proposed in this
process. Results from overexpression of constitutively
active Bmp receptors, Bmpr1a and Bmpr1b, in transgenic
mice and in neural progenitor cell cultures suggest that
Bmpr1a, normally expressed in early spinal cord, promotes
cellular proliferation. At the same time, however, Bmpr1a
induces expression of Bmpr1b. In contrast, Bmpr1b induces
differentiation. Sequential activation of Bmpr1a and
Bmpr1b receptors has been proposed as a feed-forward,
self-limiting process that may be important for regulation ofnot only identity of dorsal spinal cord interneuron popula-
tions but also for determination of their size (Panchision et
al., 2001). Recently, it has been suggested that mitogenic
effects of Bmps may be mediated by Wnt signals, which act
downstream of Bmps in both chick and mouse developing
spinal cord (Chesnutt et al., 2004; Panchision et al., 2001).
Wnt signaling
Proteins of Wnt family have also been implicated as
components of roof plate signaling. Several members of
the Wnt family, including Wnt1 and Wnt3a, are expressed
in the dorsal midline region in both mouse and chick
developing spinal cord at the time of dorsal interneuron
formation (Hollyday et al., 1995; Megason and McMahon,
2002). Although Wnts have primarily been considered as
mitogenic signals for neural tube cells (Dickinson et al.,
1994; Megason and McMahon, 2002), recent studies
indicate that Wnt signaling also has patterning activity.
In particular, analysis of Wnt1/Wnt3a double mutant
mouse embryos revealed a severe reduction of dI1–3
interneurons accompanied by an increase in more ventrally
located Lim1/Pax2 double positive (presumably dI4 or dI6)
interneurons (Fig. 2G) (Muroyama et al., 2002). Impor-
tantly, roof plate development was not affected in the
Wnt1/Wnt3a double mutant spinal cord, as detected by
expression of several roof plate specific markers, including
Gdf7 and Bmp4. Nevertheless, defects in dorsal inter-
neuron specification described in Wnt1/Wnt3a mutant
embryos were very similar, although less severe, to those
observed in Gdf7-DTA roof plate ablated mouse embryos
(compare Figs. 2B and G). These data suggest that Wnts
may be important components of roof plate signaling in
mouse developing spinal cord. It is worth mentioning that
inactivation of Lmx1a in the dreher mouse results in
complete loss of roof plate Bmp signaling while some Wnt
signaling in the caudal CNS is preserved (Millen et al.,
2004). Discovery of the patterning activity of Wnt proteins
in the mouse spinal cord may explain why some dI1–3
interneurons are still specified in the dreher spinal cord,
despite the loss of Bmp signaling.
Surprisingly, manipulation of the levels of Wnt signaling
in normal chick embryonic spinal cord (Chesnutt et al.,
2004), or spinal cord with ectopic Lmx1a/b-induced roof
plate (Chizhikov and Millen, 2004c) did not reveal an
instructive role for Wnt signaling for most classes of dorsal
interneurons. Taken together with Wnt1/Wnt3a knockout
studies, these data suggest that there may be differences in
the role of Wnt signaling between chick and mouse
developing spinal cord.
Other signals/mechanisms
As described above, currently, Bmps, and at lesser extent
Wnts, are considered to be the major components of roof
plate signaling that act as graded morphogens for inter-
neuron specification and differentiation in developing dorsal
spinal cord. There is additional data, however, that does not
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for dorsal spinal cord development. In the developing spinal
cord, the homeodomain transcription factor Lbx1 is specif-
ically expressed in dI4–6 interneurons and is critical for
preventing these cells from adopting more dorsal (e.g., dI2
and dI3) neuronal fates (Gross et al., 2002; Muller et al.,
2002). As expected, loss of Lbx1 does not affect roof plate
development but leads to a somewhat surprising phenotype.
In the Lbx1/ spinal cord, dI1–3 interneurons develop
normally. dI4 cells, however, adopt a dI2 fate, while dI5
interneurons adopt a dI3 fate. Together, these results
strongly suggest that some other signals/mechanisms act
to specify the dorsal spinal cord in addition to dorsal
gradients of Bmp and Wnt proteins. These may include roof
plate derived retinoic acid signaling, which has recently
been proposed to influence dorsal spinal cord development
(Wilson et al., 2004). Additional experiments are required,
however, to further define its significance.
The molecular nature of roof plate signaling regulating dI1
interneuron migration and axon guidance in developing
spinal cord
Explant studies have shown that Bmp7 can mimic the
roof plate repellent activity to axons of dI1 progenitors in
vitro. In addition, a soluble Bmp7 inhibitor, follistatin, was
sufficient to block the roof plate repellent activity under
these experimental conditions (Augsburger et al., 1999)
further suggesting an important role for Bmp7 in early
extension of axons of dI1 progenitors. Bmp7 and Gdf7,
another member of Bmp family normally expressed in the
mouse roof plate, are also required for the fidelity of dI1
axon growth in vivo (Butler and Dodd, 2003).
Currently, the molecular nature of roof plate signaling
that controls migration of postmitotic dI1 precursors is
poorly understood. Bmps, however, are good candidates for
the role in this process, since loss of Bmp6/7 and Gdf7
expression in the caudal roof plate of the dreher mouse is
associated with migration defects of adjacent dI1 progeni-
tors (Millen et al., 2004).Roof plate-dependent patterning of the rostral CNS
Cells with roof plate morphology are found not only in
the developing spinal cord, but also in the rostral CNS
extending to the lamina terminalis at the base of the
forebrain. In the rostral CNS, studies of dorsal patterning
have been limited by the more complex morphology of
the developing neural tube and by the lack of panels of
well-defined markers identifying each dorsal neuronal cell
type and its progenitors in a manner equivalent to the
dI1–6 populations of the developing spinal cord. Never-
theless, there is considerable evidence that roof-plate-
dependent signaling is critical to pattern rostral CNS
development.Dorsal hindbrain development
Rhombomeres 2–7
Rhombomeres 2–7 of the hindbrain share many similar-
ities with the spinal cord including a relatively simple
morphological organization and expression of many genes,
suggesting that some aspects of dorsal specification and
organization are conserved between the hindbrain and the
spinal cord. The role of the roof plate in dorsal hindbrain
specification, however, is poorly documented primarily due
to the lack of well-described markers for the dorsal
populations. Some markers are available, however. For
example, the homeodomain-encoding genes, Tlx1 and Tlx3,
each expressed in distinct dorso-lateral columns, which are
contiguous along the length of the hindbrain and into the
spinal cord (Logan et al., 1998; Qian et al., 2001). Both Tlx1
and Tlx3 have been shown to be required for sensory relay
neurons in the hindbrain (Cheng et al., 2004; Qian et al.,
2001, 2002). Within the spinal cord, the dorso-ventral limits
of Tlx3 align with the Mash1-positive progenitor zone,
which is the origin of dI3–dI5 interneurons within the spinal
cord (Cheng et al., 2004). Since the expression domain of
Mash1 in the spinal cord is dependent on Bmp signaling
(Timmer et al., 2002), it is not unreasonable to expect that
similar mechanisms operate during hindbrain development.
This hypothesis has not yet been formally tested.
Rhombomere 1
Dorsal rhombomere 1 is significantly divergent from the
more posterior segments of the hindbrain. It undergoes
complex morphological changes during development to
form the cerebellum (reviewed in Chizhikov and Millen,
2003; Wang and Zoghbi, 2001). Chick-quail grafting studies
have identified the cerebellar granule neurons as the dorsal-
most neuronal population in the region. Cerebellar granule
neurons are induced in the rhombic lip, a germinal structure
located adjacent to the roof of the 4th ventricle (Wingate,
2001; Wingate and Hatten, 1999). Gdf7 and Bmp6/7 are
normally expressed in the mouse hindbrain roof plate. In
vitro explant studies have demonstrated that these Bmp
signals are sufficient to initiate the program of granule cell
specification in the cerebellar territory (Alder et al., 1999).
These data suggest that the hindbrain roof plate may
therefore be involved in cerebellar granule cell specification.
Nevertheless, these data do not directly identify the roof
plate as a signaling center controlling granule cell specifi-
cation since Bmps are expressed not only in the roof plate
but also in adjacent non-neural ectoderm at this axial level.
Further evidence supporting a role for the roof plate in
cerebellar development has come from dreher mutant
mouse analysis. The adult dreher cerebellum is usually
reduced in size and lacks most of its medial domain, the
vermis. During embryogenesis, the roof plate adjacent to the
perspective cerebellar territory is severely reduced in size
(Manzanares et al., 2000; Millonig et al., 2000). Since
Lmx1a is expressed in the roof plate and is required for roof
Fig. 3. Schematic diagram of early (e9.5–e12.5) mouse telencephalon
development. (A) As the neural tube closes, roof plate cells (RP, red)
occupy the dorsal midline of the developing telencephalon. (B) As
development proceeds, the roof plate invaginates relative to the lateral
neuroepithelium. (C) Several dorsal epithelial types are eventually form in
the developing telencephalon. Choroid plexus (cpe) and cortical hem (hem)
are red. The hippocampal field (hf) is black, the neocortex (neo) is grey. (D)
Cross-section of the mouse developing telencephalon at e12.5. Choroid
plexus and cortical hem are visualized by hybridization with a Lmx1a in
situ probe.
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dreher mouse likely result from defects in hindbrain roof
plate signaling (Millonig et al., 2000). Further studies are
required to test this hypothesis.
Another structure developmentally associated with dorsal
rhombomere 1 is the locus coeruleus, the major noradre-
nergic center of the brain. Locus coeruleus neurons are
initially generated from a Mash1-positive ventricular zone
of dorsal rhombomere 1. As they differentiate, these neurons
initiate expression of the homeodomain-encoding genes,
Phox2a and Phox2b, and migrate to their eventual ventral
location. In chick, application of the Bmp inhibitor, noggin,
lateral to the developing mid/hindbrain junction resulted in a
complete loss or dorsal shift of Phox2-positive neurons.
This suggests that these neurons form in response to a
graded dorsal Bmp signal either from the roof plate or
adjacent epidermal ectoderm (Vogel-Hopker and Rohrer,
2002). Since the application of noggin causes roof plate
defects, it is likely that the defects of the locus coeruleus are
associated with the loss of other roof plate signals as well.
Dorsal diencephalon development
Several lines of evidence have indicated that the roof
plate patterns the dorsal diencephalon. In the mouse neural
tube, Msx1, a well-described downstream effector of Bmp
signaling (Furuta et al., 1997; Liu et al., 2004; Timmer et al.,
2002), is expressed in the roof plate of the rostral CNS
(Bach et al., 2003). Targeted inactivation of Msx1 caused
specific loss of the diencephalic roof plate. This resulted in
downregulation of Pax6/7 and Lim1 expression lateral to
the midline, demonstrating the importance of roof plate
signaling for dorsal diencephalon patterning. At later stages,
failure to form functional roof plate precludes development
of the dorsal subcommissural organ and leads to prenatal
hydrocephalus (Bach et al., 2003). Similar disruptions of
dorsal patterning were described in a transgenic mouse line
where ectopic En1 expression on the dorsal midline of the
diencephalon caused death of the roof plate. This resulted in
failure of subcommissural organ development and loss of
the posterior commissure, a major dorsal axonal tract that
forms at the mesencephalic/diencephalic boundary. Defects
of pineal gland, which is a dorsal structure located
immediately adjacent to the midline at the rostral limit of
the dorsal diencephalon, were also reported in these mice
(Louvi and Wassef, 2000). In zebrafish, an intact dorsal
midline and nodal signaling are required for correct pineal
gland patterning (Concha et al., 2000; Liang et al., 2000),
indicating that roof plate patterning of the rostral CNS is an
evolutionarily conserved feature of CNS development.
Dorsal telencephalon development
In contrast to more caudal CNS regions, the roof plate
undergoes a dramatic morphological transformation in the
developing telencephalon, as illustrated in Fig. 3. Unlike thespinal cord, which retains its tubular profile throughout life,
the dorsal midline of the telencephalon becomes buried
between the two cerebral hemispheres as they expand. This
binvaginationQ of the dorsal midline region is accompanied
by a differentiation of the roof plate into a monolayer
epithelium, the choroid plexus, and a small intermediate
multilayered epithelium known as the cortical hem. Both
these structures express multiple Bmp and Wnt family
members (Grove et al., 1998). Lateral regions of the
developing telencephalon become the hippocampal field
and neocortex.
Telencephalic roof plate ablation studies, using diphthe-
ria toxin expression under control of the Gdf7 locus
(Monuki et al., 2001), represents the only published study
specifically examining the phenotypic consequences of loss
of the telencephalic roof plate and its derivatives, the
choroid plexus and cortical hem. In ablated mice, there was
extensive loss of choroid plexus and cortical hem cells, with
diminished adjacent Lhx2 expression in a significantly
reduced cortex. These results suggest that the choroid
plexus and cortical hem are critical for regulating the
patterning and proliferation of the adjacent Lhx2-expressing
lateral telencephalon.
The initial search for mediators of the telencephalic roof
plate signaling focused on Bmp proteins as possible
candidates. Multiple Bmp genes are expressed at high
levels in the forebrain roof plate, including the choroid
plexus and cortical hem. There is some functional data to
support a patterning role for Bmps in the telencephalon,
since exogenous Bmps can induce forebrain patterning
defects (Golden et al., 1999) and mice lacking both Bmp5
and Bmp7 (Solloway and Robertson, 1999) or the Bmp
antagonists, Chordin and Noggin (Bachiller et al., 2000),
have small and abnormal forebrains. These phenotypes,
however, are complicated by expression patterns that also
include multiple regions beyond the roof plate (Furuta et
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1999). The observation that roof plate regulation of Lhx2
expression can be mimicked in vitro using Bmp2/4
peptides (Monuki et al., 2001) also supports a role for
Bmps in dorsal telencephalon development.
To directly test the role of Bmps as mediators of
telencephalic roof plate signaling in vivo, a conditional null
mutation was made in the Bmp receptor 1a gene (Bmpr1a)
(Hebert et al., 2002). Bmpr1a is expressed throughout the
developing telencephalon, including the dorsal midline. In
the absence of cre-recombinase, the Bmpr1a locus remains
completely functional. The conditional Bmpr1a mutant
mice were bred to Foxg1-cre mice, which express cre-
recombinase throughout the telencephalon including the
dorsal midline. In compound mutant mice, Bmpr1a expres-
sion was lost throughout the telencephalon, resulting in a
surprising phenotype. The phenotype was limited to just the
midline cells and did not include cells of the hem, where
Bmps are also expressed. The lateral telencephalon was also
unaffected. Loss of Bmp signaling resulted in the specific
loss of roof plate-derived choroid plexus. The cells that
normally become choroid plexus cells in the mutants
remained as partially specified progenitors in a proliferative
state similar to adjacent lateral neurepithelium. However,
these partially specified cells failed to express markers of
cortical hem or lateral telencephalon (Hebert et al., 2002). A
specific role of Bmp signaling in choroid plexus specifica-
tion was also confirmed by the phenotype of Bmpr1a
transgenic mice overexpressing a constitutively active form
of Bmpr1a under the control of the nestin enhancer. These
transgenic mice globally expressed the activated receptor
throughout the entire ventricular zone of the brain. In these
overexpressing mice, all of the telencephalic alar plate was
converted into choroid plexus. Ventral neural tube was not
affected (Panchision et al., 2001). Taken together, these data
demonstrate that Bmp signaling is only required to pattern
the dorsal midline itself. At the same time, these studies did
not find evidence supporting the role of Bmp signaling in
global, concentration-dependent specification of lateral
telencephalic cell fates in a manner similar to the roof plate
of the developing spinal cord. This conclusion is also
supported by more recent in vitro experiments (Gunhaga et
al., 2003).
Wnt signaling, in contrast, has a more global role in
telencephalic development. At early stages, Wnt expres-
sion is not restricted to the presumptive dorsal midline, but
is broadly expressed in the dorsal telencephalon. To
directly study the role of Wnt activity in dorsal tele-
ncephalon patterning, Gunhaga et al. (2003) applied
differing concentrations of Wnts or an antagonist of Wnt
signaling, a soluble fragment of the frizzled receptor 8
protein, to chick rostral neural plate explants or whole
chick embryos. Authors demonstrate that Wnt signals act
to block ventral cell fate and induce early dorsal character
in telencephalic cells, including induction of Pax6 and
Ngn2. Subsequently, coincident Wnt and Fgf signaling issufficient to induce definitive dorsal (Emx1+) telencepha-
lon. Fgf signaling appears to have an additional role in
generating dorsal midline cells (Crossley et al., 2001;
Storm et al., 2003).
Once the dorsal midline is established, multiple Wnt
family members, including Wnt3a, are expressed primarily
within the cortical hem. Mice lacking Wnt3a have a near
complete deletion of the hippocampus, the dorsolateral
cortical fate, which derives from the neurepithelium
directly adjacent to the cortical hem (Lee et al., 2000b).
A similar phenotype is observed in mice with mutations in
the downstream Wnt signaling pathway genes Gli and
Lef1 (Galceran et al., 2000; Grove et al., 1998). In Wnt3a
mutant mice, however, there is normal initial expression of
Wnt8b, a marker of the hippocampal region. This result
suggests that the hippocampal region may be correctly
specified, but fails to proliferate in these mutants (Lee et
al., 2000b). This indicates that cortical hem Wnt expres-
sion may serve only as a mitotic factor regulating the
extent of proliferation of already specified adjacent dorsal
cell fates.Conclusions
During the last several years, numerous mouse and
chick studies have firmly established the roof plate as a
signaling center critical for dorsal spinal cord develop-
ment. These studies have also identified Bmps and Wnts
as important mediators of roof plate signaling that initiate
multiple pathways controlling the specification, prolifer-
ation, and differentiation of neurons in the developing
dorsal spinal cord. Despite significant progress, we are
still far from understanding the global picture of dorsal
spinal cord development. The classic model of the dorsal
interneuron specification in response to a roof plate-
derived Bmp gradient well describes dI1 interneuron
generation and partially dI3 interneuron generation but
not the formation of the other classes of dorsal
interneurons. Further advances, especially in the read-out
of the roof plate-derived Bmp and Wnt signaling path-
ways are clearly required for a better understanding of
early dorsal spinal cord development. Experimental
evidence demonstrates that roof plate signals are also
critical for hindbrain and forebrain patterning. The role of
the roof plate in midbrain development remains to be
addressed. Limited numbers of studies suggest that roof
plate-derived Bmp signaling is critical for rostral roof
plate function. Wnt signaling has been shown to have
specific role in dorsal telencephalon patterning. Never-
theless, the molecular nature of roof plate signaling in
rostral CNS is still poorly understood. The development
of extensive panels of well-defined markers identifying
each dorsal neuronal cell-type and its progenitors in the
rostral neural tube is absolutely required for further
progress in this area.
V. Chizhikov, K.J. Millen / Developmental Biology 277 (2005) 287–295294Note added in proof
Crenshaw and colleagues recently reported generation of
conditional double knockouts of both Bmpr1a and Bmpr1b.
They conclude that signaling through Bmp type 1 receptors
is required for the formation of dI1 and dI2 interneurons in
the mouse developing spinal cord. (Wine-Lee, L., Ahn, K.J.,
Richardson, R.D., Mishina, Y., Lyons, K.M., Crenshaw,
E.B., 2004. Signaling through BMP type 1 receptors is
required for development of interneuron cell types in the
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